Effects of oral racemic citalopram on neuroendocrine responses.
Citalopram, a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor (SSRI), has been used as a neuroendocrine probe to assess serotonin (5-HT) function in human subjects. In an effort to characterize the oral citalopram challenge, we hypothesized that oral racemic citalopram would increase plasma cortisol, prolactin and adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) concentrations; ACTH had not been measured in previous studies on the neuroendocrine effects of citalopram. Nine healthy male subjects initially received 20 mg of citalopram in an open-label study, and subsequently received placebo and 40 mg of citalopram in a single-blind, randomized, cross-over study. The administration of citalopram 20 mg failed to produce a significant neuroendocrine response but 40 mg resulted in reliably increased plasma cortisol concentrations. The 40 mg dose, however, did not reliably influence the levels of plasma prolactin or plasma ACTH. The results of this study indicate that caution should be used in accepting oral racemic citalopram as a potential presynaptic serotonergic challenge agent. Further studies are needed to fully determine the validity of racemic citalopram and the active enantiomer, escitalopram, as 5-HT probes.